Is inconsistency of practice and lack of systematization a sign of the inferiority of Asian medical systems? Is it a failure of contemporary practitioners to understand a more coherent ancient tradition, now shrouded by time? Or does the stunning array of modern and ancient theories and techniques available under the rubric of Chinese medicine allow creative freedom to the medical artisan, are they "flexible tools in the hands of skilled practitioners"? Working with some of the elders of Beijing\'s medical community through the 1990s, Scheid brings his extensive experience as practitioner and medical anthropologist to a new analysis of the multiplicity of phenomena called Chinese medicine.

In six distinctive, yet interrelated essays Scheid explores many factors that have come to bear on the development of contemporary medical practice in China. With detailed and intimate description of such aspects of practice as case history writing, innovative theories and techniques, practitioner training and patient choice, Scheid places himself at the vanguard of a handful of researchers engaged in remedying the over-simplified portrayals of Chinese medicine inherent in common polarities: Western scientific theory versus Chinese pragmatic knowledge, tradition versus modernity or "holism" versus reductionism.

Arguing convincingly for the diverse nature of Chinese medicine and incorporating a concise and lucid account of the synthesis of tradition and modernity in local practice, Scheid devotes the whole of his first section to methodology. Rather than perpetuate belief in the objectivity of these illusory polarities, he demonstrates how Chinese medicine is constantly reinvented; a complex negotiation of global and local pressures, simultaneously shaped by international standards of modernity, market forces, the Socialist State, respect for tradition and time-honoured forms of textual learning and evolving social networks.

In his insistence on describing each individual moment of practice as a unique event that contributes to shaping a new and contemporary Chinese medicine, Scheid acknowledges his intellectual debt to science and technology studies, and, in particular, Andrew Pickering\'s analytical tool, "the mangle of practice". Pickering used the mangle to describe how culture is constantly emerging through and in the process of practice. Scheid is in a privileged position to describe that process for Chinese medicine. As a participant observer, he took informal apprenticeship with one teacher and lived and worked as a physician in Beijing in a range of different settings. Unlike his predecessors in medical anthropology he was in a better position to create a "multi-sited ethnography". We are drawn into a number of historical and social contexts for medical innovation in the twentieth century, and more specifically vignettes of practice and the clinical encounter as they occurred in 1990s Beijing.

Moving from lofty discourse to remarkably particular accounts of the various infrastructures of practice, the six essays include a discussion of the role of the state in establishing new medical institutions and practices. To survive in a rapidly changing society and to defend themselves against a 1929 motion to prohibit the practice of "feudal and superstitious" medicine, local associations of practitioners came together with the common aim of modernizing "traditional" Chinese medicine. United in the face of opposition, they founded Western-style schools, colleges and hospitals, and began to produce learned journals.

In the 1950s Mao Zedong added his voice to the campaign. At a time when China was moving away from the Soviet Union, all things native, self-reliant, and cheap fitted the political agenda, and traditional medicine adapted for service of "the masses" became a source of national pride. By the end of the decade there were many new colleges devoted to developing a modern, scientific form of Chinese medicine that could integrate with Western medicine. Scheid articulates the process of standardization and systematization of tradition across a number of fields. Pivotal to this transition, he claims, is a new emphasis on differential diagnosis where tradition was mined for a set of disease patterns that could not only offer an alternative to the "apparently objective patterns of Western medicine" but was also capable of slowly absorbing Western medical ideas.

Post-Cultural Revolution, the new socialist path embraced economic liberalization and a new medical marketplace based on technological advances and in urban hospitals. Thus the decade of the 1980s saw Chinese medicine legally instituted as part of a plural health care system. And since the 1990s, the Chinese government has become acutely aware of the economic potential of the globalization of Chinese medicine. As a consequence of limited state provision, the emerging private health care provisions are increasingly independent of ideological and professional control and offer a range of alternatives largely shaped by the demands of the new consumers.

In a series of detailed narratives highlighting the care with which individual patients weigh up their options, Scheid takes us beyond the simple idea that patients choose between clearly defined modern and traditional treatment options. The course of Mr Ke\'s treatment for nephritis, for instance, is as much defined by the affiliation of his unit to a particular institution, the strictures imposed by his medical insurance policy, by continued therapeutic failure, personal recommendations, and the reputation of departments and individuals as it is by belief in the efficacy of one system or another. In his discussion of teaching, Scheid demonstrates how traditional forms of learning have also adapted to the new institutions; the art of networking in China remains critical to becoming an apprentice to an acknowledged master; diagnostic tests, case histories, needling techniques are all cited as evidence for unique syntheses of a plurality of medical systems and traditions.

There is no doubt that Scheid\'s work has altered the face of anthropological research into Chinese medicine. He also has a serious message for those practitioners of TCM *re*presenting (Scheid\'s emphasis) traditional medicine in the modern world. "What, ultimately, can be gained from restraining Chinese medicine by means of a rationality blind to its own irrational constitution, and gained for whom?" What does an enhanced appreciation of the nuances of Chinese medicine teach us but the value of the art of synthesis in medical practice?---a lesson not just appropriate to Asian medicine. But will his message be heard? Mindful of the difficulties of writing for several audiences he tries to guide the reader to appropriate chapters according to their interest. Here he may well have overestimated the power of the written word. Even the most reflective practitioners of Chinese medicine may find obtuse and irrelevant the discourses of contemporary anthropology, despite their unanimous dedication to the "agency of *qi*".
